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that we need not have respect even for death any more. This was
not death, any more than an Egyptian mummy is death. It was just
a stiff, frozen corpse, grotesque, horrid, and comic, and I believe we
were being coarse and brutal in our handling of it because we were
shocked at finding death behaving like a naked clown and took out
our annoyance and disappointment on the body itself in consequence*
But it was less helpless in our hands and more perversely clownish
than it had any right to be. Whether owing to the heavy impregna-
tion of the flesh with the embalming materials which had been used,
or to the fact that the petrol I had so liberally poured over the
body had run off the wax-like surface of the skin without affecting it,
or a combination of both these possibilities, it was very evident that
Rasputin's corpse was refusing to be destroyed by fire. The flesh
would not even begin to brown or char. Nothing was happening at
all, despite the way the flames were leaping and licking around it,
except that a reddish-brown substance with which the throat and
the passages connecting it with the nose and ears had been filled
was melting in the heat and causing a thick fluid like half-congealed
blood to ooze from the mouth, nose, and ears. It was impossible to
look at the dirty brown flow without feeling faint.
This sight and the corpse's defiance of the flames punctured my
sadistic joy completely, and without a doubt I should have slunk
out of the place and run away, telling the Provisional Government
of Russia to destroy its dangerous dead itself, if the steadily rising
storm of voices outside, punctuated by another couple of shots, had
not reminded us that we were prisoners with our dreadful work and
if we were caught with this bungled evidence by our side stood a
fair chance of being burned on the fire by the rude justice of the
peasants in its place. Cursing loudly, the soldier tore down more
wood from the wall and threw it on the fire, heaping it over the
corpse until it was lost to sight in a flaming Gehenna of crackling
timber. But when the flames had burned themselves out and the
ashes and charred sticks had dropped to the bed of the fire, leaving
the centre exposed, we saw that the body of Rasputin was as whole
and undestroyed as ever,
I suppose we were fools ever to believe that we could destroy a
body In an open fire that way, but there was no doubt now that we
had failed miserably, and this incredibly embarrassing and shaming
brown-stained white body, looking more naked, more human, more
pitiM than ever, was silently accusing us of the feeble futility of
our pains. I have never felt so humiliated before or since as in the
presence of that mute unsuffering relic of a man I had known, and
but for the presence of the soldier I should have gone down on my
knees and begged forgiveness of it for what we had done. I think the